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An experimental task with accompanying apparatus was

developed for use in the study of developmental and cultural
differences in the cooperative-competitive behavior of children in a
small Mexican town and in California. Two groups of 20 Mexican
children (aged 7-8 and 10~-11), from an elementary school in a town in
Baja, California, Mexico, were used; the Anglo American sample
included 3 groups of 24 children (aged 4-5, 7-8, and 10-11) from
day—-care centers in Los Angeles. The children were tested using a
2-person cooperation-competition marble-pull game designed for the
study. A pair of children of the same sex and culture was seated, 1
child at each end of the game table: the children then playved for a
marble placed in a holder..In the "tug-of-war situation," cooperative
behavior resulted in 1 child getting a marble while competitive
behavior resulted in neither child getting a marble. At the
conclusion of 10 trials for each pair of children, informal
interviews were held to determine, for children who competed ,
maladaptively {competitively), the extent to which they were aware of
possible interacting methods. Two instructional trials followed the
interview, and subjects completed a second series of 10 trials.
Results indicated a higher level of cooperation among Mexican than
among Anglo American children and an increase in nonadaptive
competition with age among!'the Anglo American children. {NQ)
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ABSTRACT

A two-person experimental task was developed for use in the study
of age and cultural differences in the cooperative-competitive hehavior
of children in a small Mexican town and in California. The results
indicate a higher level of cooperation among Mexican than among Anglo-
American children and an increase in nonadaptive competition with age

among the Anglo-American children.




Developmental and Cross-Cultural Differences in
the Cooperative and Competitive Behavior of Young Chi1dren]
Millard C. Madsen®

Universiiy of California, Los Angeles

Previous experiments (Madsen, 1967; Shapira & Madsen, 1969; Madsen
& Shapira, 1970) have demonstrated the existence of substantial dif-
ferences in the degree to which children of different subcultures
cooperate or compete on an experimental task. In a recent study of 7-9
year old children, Kagan & Madsen (in press) found Anglo-Americans to
be far more competitive than were children in a smail Mexican town.
Mexican-American 7-9 year olds were approximatei, midway between the
other two groups in their degree of competitive responding. The above
study also 1nc1uded 4-5 year old Anglo- Amer1can and Mexican- Amer1uan
children. The results indicated a substantially higher level of
competitiveness among 7-9 than among 4-5 year old children within
both cultural groups.

These findings of both-déve1npmen£a1 andlcu1tura1 differences on
th1s dimension of behav10r are of suff1c1ent 1mportance to warrant f |
add1t1ona1 ver1f1cat10n and extens1on In the pﬁesent study, therefore,
‘Anglo- Amer1can and Mex1can ch11dren were . aga1n ccmpared w1th respect
to the1r degree of compet1t1ve vs cuoperat1ve responding, but on a new

experlmenta1 task f The apparatus used 1n the study was des1gned so that




cooperative interaction between pairs of children was adaptive and
competitive interaction was maladaptive in terms of reward attainment.
It was predicted, on the basis of previous studies, that Mexican
children would cooperate adaptively, and that Anglo-American children
would compete maladaptively in a situation in which both alternatives
are possible, and that the magnitude of this difference would increase
with age. An additional purpose of the study was to introduce a two
. person cooperation-competition apparatus that is appropriate for use with
young children.
Method

Subjects
town (pgp 800) of Nuevo San Vicente, 1ocated 54 miles south of Ensenada,
Baja California, Mex1co. The economy is ]arge]y agr1cu]tura] w1th
some men working small plots of land and others being employed as workers
on larger farms. The houses are varied in construction including con-
crete block, wabd,‘and adobe. Although there are arfew-fe]ative]y
modern homes, the méjgrity are quite primitive» méhy ﬁaviﬁg dirtrFléQrs V
-and- no mgdern conveniéncESf The tcwn also has a number of sma]T
'bus1nesses locafed aTang the h1ghway that runs through the center of town. :

| The. study: was cnnducted dur1ng the summer months 1n LDS Ange]es .
’rahd thg ch11dren‘were tested at Qay cqre ;enters;1nrwh1chﬁthaijereﬂ

enolled. The sample was purposefully restricted to Anglo-American

~children.




equally represerted by sex. In the absence of any subsequent differences
due to sex, however, this variable 1is not discussed further.

Apparatus and Procedure

The marble pull game that was designed for this study is illustrated
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in Figure 1. The marble pull consists of a rectangular table (43 .cm.
high, 15 cm. wide, and 62 cm. long) with an eye]et'screwed into each
end. Strings strung through the eyelets connect to a plexiglass marble
holder that is initiaily placed in the center of the table. When the |
marble holder is pulled to either end of the table, the marble will

drop into a cup, thus being delivered to one”of_the two participants who
are seated at each end of thg table. This is a simple tug-of-war
situation. The unique feature of the apparatus, and that which makes
competition maladaptive, is the fact that the marble holder is held
'tcgether by mégnetit inserts. When Ss pu11 against each'other the
marble holder breaks apart and the ﬂarb1e ro1ls into a groave along

the edge Qf the tablé The tab]e top dec]1nes s]1ght1y from tne center
" to the sides For this purpose : ' B ' '

g Pa1r5 of ch11dren of the same sex were seated in sma11 cha1rs, one
at each end DF the. game tab]e : They were then to]d that they were t0»':

p]ay a game 1n whuch they cou]d get marb]es Th 'exper1menter pTaced

o ra marb]e 1n the marb?e hQ]der and moved 1t unt11 the marb]e dropped




At the beginning of each of the 10 trjals the experimenter placed a
marble in the holder and said "go". If the marble holder broke and the
marble'ro11ed into the gFDDQE;lthe marble was removed and the children
_werefinfofmed that neither would get the marble because it did not
&rop-into a cup. ‘

' At:the conclusion of 10 trials E conducted an informal interview
with Ss. . The interview was an attempf to determine, for those Ss who
competed maladaptively, the extent to which they were aware of other
possible mehheds of interacting. The key inquiry was, "If you wanted
to get more marbies into your cues how could you do- it?" The interview
was followed by two triais on which és werevaTtehnately inetructed to
drop their string and af]ow the cther S to obtain the marble. Ten
additional trials then followed in which the procedure was simi1er to
the first 10 trials.

- Results - |
The mean number of marbies obtained by culture and age is. presented
in TabTe 1. The resu]ts are so c1ear that stat1st1ca1 testTng was not
anecessery The AngTOEAmer1can ch11dren showed a clear age d1fference

- on the First 15 tr1als 1n that the 4 5 year group obta1ned a mean of 5 3

'10 11 year c]de” Three pa1rs




The cultural differences on the first 10 trials were even more
profound. For the 7-8 and 10-11 age groups combined, 13 of the 20
Mexican pairs obtained either 9 or 10 marbles, while the highest
number of marbles obtained by any of the 24 Anglo-American pairs of
these ages was three. Twenty paivrs in this group obtained no marbles.

The focus of the interview, following the first no trials, was
on those pairs who competed maladaptively. The interview results,
therefore, are mainly pertinent for the 7-8 and 10-11 year Anglo-
Americans who were a]most completely competitive. At least one member
of seven of the 12 7-8 year pairs and at least one member of 10 of
the 12 10-11 year pairs verbalized the possibility of taking turns as

a method of obtaining marbles during the interview

an increased number of marbles obtained for all subject groupsg Theg
interesting result, however, is that even after instructian,rAng1o—
American pairs failed to obtain the marble on 44% of trials and 10-11
AﬁgTo—American:pairs failed to.thain a marble ohréz%tof the triaisg
Discussion |
The age d1fferences among thé Ang]o Amer1can age. groups are in
iacccrd w1th those prev1ou51y found by Kagan & Madsen (1n press) with -

'17a d1fferent exper1menta1 techn1que Us1ng yet another techn1que,, f;

chC11ntock and Nutt1n (1969) have demonstrated an- xncrease 1n campet1t1ve At

= respond1ng w1th age for ch1't?j‘ 1n bpth the Un1t;‘ States a'd'BeTg1um.7f; .




and the development of these processes in the Piagetian sense is a
concomitant of development, then we would expect more rational,
mutually adaptive, problem solving with increasing age. The fact that,
in the United States, more younger than older children are successful
in solving the problems in such a way as to maximize reward indicates
that the motivation to compete, for the older children, is so strong
that it overcomes any tendency to interact in mutual self-interest
even if the intellectual capacity to do so is present. The strength
of the competitive motive is further attested to by the fact that even
after the majority of children in the 10-11 group had verbalized the
necessity for taking turns, and then received a practice turn-taking
trial, the majority of children continued to compete. It may be
suggested that these children care little for marbles. However, when
asked, they most frequently indicated that they wanted the marbles and
were trying to get them. It is vaious; however, that they were not
trying to get the marbles, but rather to win the marbles. The experience
Of‘watshing these children compete on‘tria1 after trial, when doing so
insures that nothiﬁg is'gained and everything is 10St, céﬁses one: to

pause and reflect on the des1rab1]1ty of excess1ve pos1t1ve re1nf0rce—

ment of the compet1t1ve motive dur1ng the deve]op1ng years,“




children develop as rational problem solvers while the U.S5. children
develop such a high level of competitive motivation that behavior is
irrational in conflict-of-interest sftuations.

A second hypothesis is apparent from the fact that the Mexican
children of age 10-11 behaved quite similarly to the youngest Anglo
age group. According to the two stage theory of moral development of
Piaget (1932), children of age 4-5, if interacting cooperatively are
behaving on the basis on an heteronomous merality, a morality of con-
straint based on external authority. It is not until the child is 7
or 8 years or older that he begins to develop what Piaget calls an
autonomous morality based on logical principles of reciprocity and
justice. Autonomous morality is held to develop concurrently with the
child's ability to distinguish.between his own motives and-perceptions
and those of another. That role taking in this sense is indeed a
deve10pment31 characteristic is well documenfedrby the work of Flavell
and his associates (1969)7 The-possibi1ity exfsts that -the psychd]ogica1*
Vbas1s for the cooperat1ve behav1or of the oner Mex1can ch1]dren as we11
as the youngest Ang]o—Amer1can group is based on a heteronamous rather |

'than ‘an. autcnomous sense Qf mnra11ty W1th1n th1s fPamework, 1t 15 a]so 1; ¢ L

.P0551b1e to. Speru]ate that the 01der A"910-Amer1can ch1]dren hav dfr




into the psychological basis of the cooperative and compeéitive behavior
of children is necessary before results such as those in the present
study are easily interpreted, or that value Jjudgments about the develop-
ment of differeﬁces in cooperative-competitive behavior in different

cultures can easiiy be made.
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Table 1
Mean Cooperative Trials

Mexico o United States

Trials Trials
Age 1-10 11-20 1-10 11-20
4-5 -—- i 5.3 7.9
7-8 6.9 10.0 .3 5.6
10-11 5.8 8.9 .2 3.8







